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EMERGENCY MEDICAL RESPONSE 

SUMMARY 

First you hear the siren in the distance.  As the sound gets closer, the flashing lights become 

visible.  You pull to the side of the road and the emergency vehicle goes speeding by.  Once the 

emergency vehicle has passed we seldom give it a second thought.  But how are emergency 

services dispatched?  Who handles the emergency telephone calls?   

 

Prompted by a citizen complaint, the Grand Jury investigated how emergency (911) telephone 

calls are processed in the Sheriff’s Dispatch Center and in the Cal Fire Dispatch Center.  The 

Grand Jury concentrated on ambulance, helicopter and fire services dispatched through the 

county system as opposed to city dispatch.  While the emergency response system in this county 

is generally excellent, the Grand Jury’s research identified some aspects that could be improved. 

BACKGROUND 

The State of California requires each county to establish a Local Emergency Medical Services 

Agency to oversee medical services.  In San Luis Obispo County this service is provided by a 

non-profit corporation entitled the San Luis Obispo County Emergency Medical Services 

Agency (SLOEMSA) which is overseen by the County Health Department.  SLOEMSA’s 

mission is to monitor patient care, assure appropriate use of EMS policy and provide training for 

pre-hospital personnel.  In a letter to the Grand Jury, SLOEMSA confirmed the medical director 

and the county health officer are responsible for approving Policy 119 which sets forth pre-
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hospital patient transport procedures for EMS aircraft.  Policy 119 (effective date 10-15-09) can 

be reviewed in Appendix A. 

METHOD 

The following is a list of the interviews conducted, facilities that were toured and the numerous 

documents reviewed by the Grand Jury during our investigation: 

• SLOEMSA officials were interviewed 

• An official with the county health department was interviewed 

• Officials from the non-profit Calstar helicopter service were interviewed 

• Representatives from the sheriff’s department were interviewed including dispatchers 

• Cal Fire personnel were interviewed including dispatchers 

• The Sheriff’s Dispatch Center was toured 

• The Cal Fire Dispatch Center was toured 

• 911 dispatch recordings were reviewed 

• Various revised revisions of the SLOEMSA Policy 119 were reviewed  

• Numerous publications distributed by the state and federal governments were reviewed 

NARRATIVE 

When the San Luis Obispo County Sheriff’s Dispatch Center receives a 911 medical emergency 

call, the dispatcher enters all the pertinent information electronically at which time an ambulance 

is sent to the scene.  The computer data is then forwarded electronically to the Cal Fire Dispatch 

Center for fire engine response.  It is worth noting that only the electronic data is forwarded to 

Cal Fire and not the actual 911 call.  Cal Fire officials told the Grand Jury that this practice is 

sometimes a hindrance to their dispatchers.  If additional information is needed, Cal Fire 

dispatchers have to telephone the reporting party to obtain the necessary input.  All other police 

dispatch centers in the county must request ambulance service through the Sheriff’s Dispatch 

Center.  In the majority of California counties emergency medical calls are forwarded to the fire 

agency which then dispatches ambulance and fire. 
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As part of the Grand Jury’s investigation, four 911 recordings from the Sheriff’s Dispatch Center 

were reviewed.  These four calls were chosen as a result of recommendations from both Calstar 

and Cal Fire officials.  All four calls occurred in 2009 from remote areas of the county.  In all 

four recordings the sheriff’s dispatcher refused the initial request by the incident commander for 

an EMS helicopter.  An incident commander is the first public safety official to arrive on-scene, 

the incident commander will often change as higher ranking officials arrive.  Although all four 

calls had issues that worried the Grand Jury, one call in particular was disturbing.  On May 30, 

2009, there was a motorcycle accident on Highway 58 which resulted in major injuries.  First 

responders on the scene requested a helicopter for patient transport.  Thirteen minutes elapsed 

from the time of the initial request for a helicopter to the time Calstar was dispatched; it takes 

Calstar another three to five minutes to get airborne.  The sheriff claims the elapsed time was 

only nine minutes however; the transcript of the 911 call indicates thirteen minutes.  There is no 

record on the recording of the dispatcher requesting the helicopter dispatch.  What the recording 

and the transcript show is that nineteen minutes passed from the first request for a helicopter to 

the time of Calstar liftoff.  There was confusion between sheriff and Cal Fire dispatchers as to 

whether a helicopter should be sent at all and which dispatcher would dispatch the helicopter.   

 

Policy 119 allows the incident commander to request an EMS helicopter and assume the 

responsibility for meeting both time and medical criteria.  In the May 2009 incident noted above 

the initial request from the incident commander for a helicopter was denied by the sheriff’s 

dispatcher who felt the call did not meet Policy 119 criteria. 

 

Prior to launching a helicopter, dispatchers are required to contact both the California Highway 

Patrol (CHP) helicopter located in Paso Robles and the Calstar helicopter located in Santa Maria.  

Dispatchers are required to get an estimated time of arrival (ETA) from both agencies and then 

the helicopter with the shortest ETA is launched.  It was discovered in our review of the 911 

recordings and from interviews that the CHP does not always immediately answer the phone.  

Dispatchers must then wait for a return call.  This results in critical delays in dispatching 

emergency services that could result in loss of life. 
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During our review of the 911 emergency recordings, we heard confusion between sheriff and Cal 

Fire dispatchers who must contact each other by telephone.  There was confusion about which 

emergency services would be sent to the scene and which of the agencies would do the 

dispatching.  Many cities and counties in the state have combined their police and fire dispatch 

with reported improved communication.  If sheriff and Cal Fire dispatch centers were combined 

in this county, police and fire could continue to dispatch their respective resources separately.  In 

those instances when it was necessary for one agency to talk to the other, the personnel would be 

in the same room.  This could eliminate critical time delays. 

 

Another issue mentioned in the complaint is the possible under utilization of helicopters for 

emergency calls.  There is currently much debate on the local and state levels regarding the 

frequency of helicopter operation.  There are some who believe helicopters should be launched 

more frequently, especially in cases where the initial call could warrant a helicopter but before a 

first responder arrives on scene.  The helicopter can always return to base if not needed.  On the 

other side of the coin are those who see helicopter flights as a danger to the general public.  They 

argue that helicopters should only be used in clearly defined circumstances.  There were 36 aero 

medical crash deaths in the United States last year.  It is not the intention of the Grand Jury to 

weigh in on this issue but rather to present the facts. 

 

San Luis Obispo County is fortunate to have two emergency medical services helicopters serving 

the county.  The first, Calstar, which operates an air ambulance staffed with flight nurses, is 

based at the Santa Maria Airport.  Calstar received 24 emergency calls which resulted in patient 

transport in San Luis Obispo County in 2007, decreasing to 11 in 2008 and 12 in 2009.  From 

August of 2009 through April of 2010, Calstar completed only four emergency transports.  As a 

comparison, Calstar responded to 22 emergency calls in Santa Barbara County in 2007, 43 calls 

in 2008 and 33 in 2009.  The second emergency service, based in Paso Robles, is provided by the 

California Highway Patrol which operates a helicopter (H70) staffed with a paramedic.  This 

service transported 24 patients in 2007, 8 in 2008 and 9 in 2009. 
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CONCLUSION 

Despite the problems noted above, the Grand Jury found the people who provide the emergency 

medical services in our county to be competent, capable and dedicated.  The directors at 

SLOEMSA have taken steps to fix some of the problems identified, but more action is needed.  

Policies must be revised or new procedures implemented to reduce excessive time delays and 

confusion in dispatching.  The Grand Jury agrees with SLOEMSA’S Policy 119 that incident 

commanders should have the authority to request EMS helicopters.  The Grand Jury also 

believes many of these problems could be corrected if the dispatch centers for the sheriff and Cal 

Fire were combined. 

FINDINGS 

1. In this county the Local Emergency Medical Services Agency is the non-profit San Luis 

Obispo County Emergency Medical Services Agency (SLOEMSA). 

2. The Sheriff’s Dispatch Center is responsible for dispatching all ambulance and EMS 

helicopter service in the county. 

3. The Grand Jury found confusion between the sheriff and Cal Fire dispatchers in the 911 

calls reviewed.  On the four 911 calls reviewed dispatchers refused incident commanders 

requests for a helicopter. 

4. Policy 119 allows incident commanders to request an EMS helicopter and assume 

responsibility for meeting the time and medical criteria. 

5. There are two EMS helicopters operating in the county. 
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6. Dispatchers are required to get an estimated time of arrival from both helicopter services 

before launching either helicopter.  Sometimes the CHP does not answer the phone 

creating delays in helicopter dispatch. 

7. Other counties in California have combined police and fire dispatch with reported 

improved communication. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. SLOEMSA should revise their procedures so dispatchers are able to launch the helicopter 

with the shortest ETA.  If one service cannot be immediately contacted the first available 

should be sent. 

2. Dispatchers must follow Policy 119 and not overrule an incident commander’s request 

for an EMS helicopter. 

3. The San Luis Obispo County Sheriff, SLOEMSA and the County Board of Supervisors 

should pursue combining sheriff and Cal Fire dispatch operation centers. 

REQUIRED RESPONSES 

The County Board of Supervisors is required to respond to Findings 2, 3 and 7 as well as 

Recommendation 3.  The responses shall be submitted to the Presiding Judge of the San Luis 

Obispo Superior Court by September 23, 2010.  Please provide a copy of all responses to the 

Grand Jury as well. 

 

The San Luis Obispo County Sheriff is required to respond to Findings 2, 3 and 7 as well as 

Recommendations 2 & 3.  The responses shall be submitted to the Presiding Judge of the San 
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Luis Obispo Superior Court by August 23, 2010.  Please provide a copy of all responses to the 

Grand Jury as well. 

 

The San Luis Obispo County Emergency Medical Services Agency is required to respond to 

Findings 1, 4, 5 and 6 as well as Recommendations 1 and 2.  The responses shall be submitted to 

the Presiding Judge of the San Luis Obispo Superior Court by August 23, 2010.  Please provide 

a copy of all responses to the Grand Jury as well. 

 

The Cal Fire - San Luis Obispo Unit is required to respond to Findings 3 and 7 as well as 

Recommendations 2 and 3.  The responses shall be submitted to the Presiding Judge of the San 

Luis Obispo Superior Court by August 23, 2010.  Please provide a copy of all responses to the 

Grand Jury as well. 

 

The mailing addresses for delivery are: 

Presiding Judge Grand Jury 

Presiding Judge Charles S. Crandall 
Superior Court of California 
1050 Monterey Street 
San Luis Obispo, CA  93408 

San Luis Obispo County Grand Jury 
P.O. Box 4910 
San Luis Obispo, CA  93402 
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